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The Chinese Rites Controversy and Its Relevance

Abstract

The Chinese Rites Controversy concerned the compatibility of Chinese practices, such
as ancestor veneration and Confucius worship, with Catholic doctrine. In the 17th cen-
tury, Jesuits deemed these rituals secular and adapted Christianity to Chinese culture,
while Dominicans and Franciscans opposed this approach, arguing it led to syncretism.
Following extended disputes, the Holy See prohibited these practices, weakening Cath-
olic missions in China and straining relations with the West. In the 20th century, the
Church revised its stance, recognizing the rituals as consistent with Christian faith,
which became foundational for the theology of inculturation. Contemporary implica-
tions of the controversy are evident in Vatican-China relations, particularly regarding
the sinicization of religion, which aligns religious practices with state ideology. Pope
Francis’s diplomatic initiatives, such as the agreement on episcopal appointments, re-
flect efforts to find a compromise, though tensions persist. The controversy remains
relevant as an example of tensions between the universality of Christianity and local
cultures, emphasizing the need for cultural dialogue and understanding diversity amidst
global challenges.

Keywords: Chinese rites controversy, inculturation, Sinicization of religion, Vatican — Chi-
na relations.

Spor o ryty chinskie i jego aktualno$¢

Abstrakt

Spor o ryty chinskie dotyczyt zgodnosci chinskich praktyk, takich jak kult przodkow
i oddawanie czci Konfucjuszowi, z nauka Kosciota katolickiego. W XVII w. jezuici
uznali te rytualty za $wieckie, dostosowujac chrzescijanstwo do chinskiej kultury. Do-
minikanie i franciszkanie sprzeciwiali si¢ temu, twierdzac, ze prowadzi to do synkrety-
zmu. Stolica Apostolska, po licznych kontrowersjach, zakazata tych praktyk, co ostabi-
o misje katolickie w Chinach i wplyneto na ich relacje z Zachodem. W XX w. Kosciot
zmienit stanowisko, uznajgc rytualy za zgodne z wiara chrzes$cijanska, co stato si¢ fun-
damentem teologii inkulturacji. Wspotczesne implikacje sporu sg widoczne w relacjach
Watykanu z Chinami, zwlaszcza w konteks$cie sinizacji religii, ktéra podporzadkowuje
praktyki religijne ideologii panstwowej. Dyplomatyczne dziatania papieza Franciszka,
takie jak porozumienie dotyczace mianowania biskupow, pokazuja probe znalezienia
kompromisu, cho¢ relacje pozostajg napi¢te. Spor pozostaje aktualny jako przyktad na-
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pig¢ miedzy uniwersalizmem chrzescijanstwa a lokalnymi kulturami oraz wskazuje na
konieczno$¢ dialogu kulturowego i zrozumienia réznorodnosci w obliczu globalnych
wyzwan.

Stowa kluczowe: spor o ryty chinskie, inkulturacja, sinizacja religii, relacje Watykan —
Chiny.

The Chinese Rites Controversy (Latin: Controversia de ritibus sinensibus,
Chinese: H'[E4[.{X 2 4+) refers to a prolonged theological, cultural, and political
conflict that erupted in the 17th and 18th centuries within the Catholic Church.
It arose between Western Catholic missionaries and the Qing dynasty concern-
ing the compatibility of traditional Chinese rituals with Catholic doctrine. This
controversy revolved around the issue of cultural accommodation in Christian
missions in China, particularly whether traditional Chinese religious and social
practices, such as ancestor veneration and the worship of Confucius, could be
accepted within Christianity.

The controversy holds not only historical significance but also impacts con-
temporary relations between the Christian West and Chinese culture, politics, and
religions. The central question of the debate was whether Christian missionaries
could permit Chinese converts to participate in certain traditional rituals and cer-
emonies, which had religious undertones but were also considered integral ele-
ments of Chinese culture. This question remains relevant today, albeit in a modi-
fied form: to what extent can Chinese Christians express their faith through their
own culture, employing Chinese philosophical concepts and cosmology? Con-
versely, to what extent must they abandon Chinese cultural frameworks to adopt
concepts rooted in the European cultural heritage, shaped by the Semitic-Greek
Bible and philosophy? This inquiry extends to a broader issue: to what degree can
Christianity, in its claim to universality, be authentically expressed across diverse
cultures and philosophies?

State of Research

The Chinese Rites Controversy is extensively documented, particularly in
English- and Chinese-language literature. However, in Polish-language works,
it is addressed only sporadically, with no in-depth articles or monographs
available.

Among the essential studies on this topic, George Minamiki’s monograph,
The Chinese Rites Controversy from Its Beginning to Modern Times, stands
out as one of the most comprehensive accounts of the controversy, not only
in relation to China but also its implications for Japan and other East Asian
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nations.! The Chinese perspective on this issue is well-articulated by Profes-
sor Li Tiangang of the Fudan University Philosophy Department, a special-
ist in religious studies. His book, The Chinese Rites Controversy: History,
Documents, and Significance, provides a detailed analysis of this historical
event, highlighting its importance for the history of China (particularly during
the Ming and Qing dynasties), Church history, cultural exchanges between
East and West, and comparative theological studies.? Li underscores that this
controversy was not limited to religious issues but also constituted a signifi-
cant cultural exchange event, profoundly influencing the intellectual history
of China.

In earlier periods, the controversy attracted more attention from Western
authors than Chinese scholars. Today, however, the reverse is true, as Chinese
academics engage more actively with this subject, as exemplified by the works
of Nicolas Standaert.’

The French sinologist Jacques Gernet, while not dedicating a specific study
to the Chinese Rites Controversy, examined the initial interactions between
Christianity and Chinese thought in his seminal work on their first confronta-
tion. This study is considered a classic in the field.* Additionally, R. R. Noll’s
compilation of 100 pivotal historical documents related to the controversy,
translated into English, provides valuable resources for researchers.® Another
significant contribution is the multi-author volume edited by D. E. Mungello,
published in the Monumenta Serica series in Sankt Augustin.® In Polish lit-
erature, Robert Klarecki’s book, The Vatican's Policy Towards China: Past,
Present, and Future, is noteworthy. Although it offers a broader perspective, it
dedicates several chapters to the accommodation controversy.’

! George Minamiki. 1985. The Chinese Rites Controversy. From Its Beginning to Modern
Times. Michigan: Loyola University Press.

2 22 R4 (Li Tiangang). 1998. T E AL 2 4. PitE « SCHERAIE X [The Chinese Rites Con-
troversy: History, Documents, and Significance]._L.#§ (Shanghai): _FF7 58 Hi ikt (Shanghai
People’s Publishing House).

> BHY H (Nicolas Standaert). 2021. LAY 2§+ A E % [Chinese Voices in the Rites
Controversy]. Trans. MR¥f% (Chen Yanrong). ¥ (Shanghai): ¥ AR HiFHE (Shanghai
People’s Publishing House).

4 Jacques Gernet. 1991. Chine et Christianisme. La Prémiere Confrontation. Paris: Edition Gal-
limard.

5 R. R. Noll. Ed. 1992. 100 Roman Documents Relating to the Chinese Rites Controversy
(1645—1941). San Francisco: Ricci Institute for Chinese-Western Cultural History.

¢ D. E. Mungello. Ed. 1994. The Chinese Rites Controversy. Its History and Meaning. Sankt
Augustin: Steyler Verlag, Nettetal.

7 Robert Klarecki, 2014. Polityka Stolicy Apostolskiej wobec Chin. Przeszto$¢, terazniejszosé¢

i przyszto$¢ [The Vatican’s Policy Towards China. Past, Present, and Future]. Torun: Wydawnictwo
Mado, 101-165.
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While numerous global studies address the Chinese Rites Controversy, few
consider its contemporary relevance. Additionally, Polish theological and sino-
logical literature — apart from a few exceptions® — pays insufficient attention to
this critical topic.

Origins and Development of the Controversy

In 1582, Italian Jesuits Michele Ruggieri and Matteo Ricci arrived in Zhao-
qing, Guangdong Province, marking the beginning of the modern era of Catho-
lic missions in China. Jesuit missionaries, such as Matteo Ricci, aimed to adapt
Christianity to Chinese culture and traditions. Ricci, tailoring his methods to the
requirements of Chinese society, accepted practices like ancestor veneration and
Confucian worship, considering them secular expressions of respect for ancestors
and sages rather than acts of religious worship. Ricci’s strategy, known as the
“Ricci Rules,” became the cornerstone of Jesuit activities in China.

However, after Ricci’s death in 1610, internal Church controversies arose. Do-
minicans and Franciscans, who arrived in China later, argued that tolerating such
practices led to religious syncretism and contradicted Catholic principles. They
criticized the Jesuits for their excessive flexibility, which eventually escalated
into what became known as the “Chinese Rites Controversy.”

Within the Catholic Church, two opposing positions emerged: the Jesuits
contended that ancestor veneration and Confucian worship were secular ritu-
als compatible with Catholic doctrine and should be tolerated. In contrast, the
Dominicans and Franciscans deemed these practices irreconcilable with Church
teachings, filing formal complaints with the Pope.

The Holy See’s first response to these disputes came in 1645, when Pope
Innocent X issued a decree prohibiting Chinese Catholics from participating in
ancestor and Confucian rituals. However, the Jesuits persuaded Pope Alexander
VII to mitigate the prohibition in 1656, provided these rites were not religious in
nature. This controversy influenced Catholics not only in China but also in other
parts of Asia, such as Japan and India.

§ Dariusz Klejnowski-Rézycki. 2022. Teologiczna periodyzacja dziejow Kosciota w Chinach
[A theological periodization of the history of the Church in China]. In Patrimonium Ecclesiae Chri-
sti tradere. Ksigga pamigtkowa dedykowana ksiedzu biskupowi Janowi Kopcowi z okazji 75-lecia
urodzin, 50-lecia prezbiteratu, 30-lecia sakry biskupiej i 40-lecia pracy naukowe;j. Vol. 1: De perso-
na. Eds. Piotr Gorecki, Jan Pyka, 829-850. Opole: Redakcja Wydawnictw Wydziatu Teologicznego
Uniwersytetu Opolskiego; Dariusz Klejnowski-Rozycki. 2005. “Problem przektadu imion biblij-
nych na jezyk chinski w «Biblii Bozonarodzeniowej» [The Problem of Translating Biblical Names
into Chinese in the “Christmas Bible”].” Studia Oecumenica 18: 333-348; Dariusz Klejnows-
ki-Rozycki, 2005. “Swiat Biblii i §wiat cywilizacji chinskiej” [The world of the Bible and the World
of Chinese Civilization]. Studia Oecumenica 5: 363-372.
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By 1644, when the Manchu forces seized power, Catholicism had been pre-
sent in China for 62 years. Jesuits like Johann Adam Schall von Bell gained the
trust of the Qing court, contributing to calendar reforms, which facilitated the
Church’s growth.

In 1665, Yang Guangxian published critical texts about Schall’s calendar
work, leading to Schall’s arrest and a setback for Catholic missions in China.
During Emperor Kangxi’s reign, however, Schall was rehabilitated, and mission-
aries regained some influence. Yet the controversy persisted, with the Holy See
repeatedly altering its position.

In 1692, Emperor Kangxi issued a tolerance edict allowing missionary activ-
ity, marking the zenith of their influence. However, with the arrival of Domini-
cans and Franciscans who opposed tolerance toward Chinese rituals, the conflict
intensified. In 1704, Pope Clement XI, influenced by these groups, issued a de-
cree forbidding participation in Chinese rites and required all missionaries in
China to swear allegiance to this prohibition. The papal encyclical Ex llla Die
of 1715 reaffirmed this decree, threatening excommunication for noncompliance.

Emperor Kangxi, previously supportive of Jesuits and Catholicism, viewed
Clement XI’s decree as interference in China’s internal affairs. In 1721, after
reviewing the papal prohibition, he declared that “Westerners do not understand
Chinese culture” and banned missionary activity in China. His successor, Em-
peror Yongzheng, enacted strict laws in 1723 outlawing Christianity, resulting
in widespread persecution, missionary expulsions, and the onset of a prolonged
period of repression against Catholics.

The prohibition of missionary activity persisted until the mid-19th cen-
tury. Following the Opium Wars and the signing of the Treaty of Nanking
in 1842, Western missionaries were allowed to resume their work in China.
However, the Chinese Rites Controversy remained unresolved until the 20th
century.

In 1939, the Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith issued
the instruction Plane Compertum Est, permitting Catholics to participate in
ancestor veneration and Confucian rites, recognizing them as secular prac-
tices.” This decision reflected a long-term analysis and a shift in the nature
of these rites, which had become more cultural than religious. During the Sec-
ond Vatican Council, these practices were officially declared compatible with
Church teachings.

 The Sacred Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith, Pietro Fumasoni-Biondi. 1992.
Instruction Concerning Certain Ceremonies and the Oath about the Chinese Rites. In 100 Roman
Documents Relating to the Chinese Rites Controversy (1645—1941). Ed. R. R. Noll, 88-89. San
Francisco: Ricci Institute for Chinese-Western Cultural History.



236 Dariusz Klejnowski-Rozycki

Contemporary Relevance of the Controversy

The Chinese Rites Controversy represents one of the most significant conflicts
in the history of relations between the Catholic Church and China. It highlights ten-
sions between the universal principles of Christianity and the necessity of adapting
these principles to local cultural traditions. Simultaneously, the controversy pro-
foundly influenced the development of the theology of inculturation, which seeks
to adapt religious practices to specific cultural contexts.

Decisions made by the Church in the 20th century regarding Chinese rites
set an important precedent, shaping its relationship with other cultures glob-
ally, particularly in Asia. The controversy had long-lasting consequences for
both the Catholic Church and the interaction between Christianity and Chi-
nese culture.

The ban on Chinese rites left a deep imprint on Church-China relations, weak-
ening the position of Catholic missions in the country. The Qing authorities, par-
ticularly after Emperor Kangxi’s reign, viewed Catholicism as a threat to China’s
cultural and political sovereignty. Consequently, Catholic missions in China vir-
tually collapsed for over a century. During this period, the number of adherents
drastically declined, and the Church was forced underground. Additionally, a spe-
cific doctrine of “Chineseness” emerged, emphasizing cultural, political, and legal
distinctiveness from the Western world, including Christianity.

Another key outcome was the impact on the theology of inculturation.
The Chinese Rites Controversy became one of the first instances where the
Church had to address the challenge of adapting its doctrine to foreign cul-
tures. The decisions made in the 20th century by Pope Pius XII and the Sec-
ond Vatican Council shaped a new approach to inculturation, recognizing that
certain cultural practices, though externally different, could align with Chris-
tian principles.

These decisions laid the groundwork for a deeper understanding of other re-
ligious traditions. The Church acknowledged that dialogue and comprehension
are essential for evangelization. In Asia, where Confucianism, Taoism, and Bud-
dhism have deeply rooted traditions, adaptation and respect for local customs
have become vital.

The controversy significantly influenced politics, revealing the profound ten-
sions between the Church and the Qing monarchy. The Holy See’s interference in
China’s internal affairs was perceived as part of Western colonial pressure. This
perception reinforced Chinese distrust of Christianity as a vehicle of foreign influ-
ence, a challenge the Church in China continues to face today. Additionally, the
controversy became a stage for the power struggles of Western nations — Spain,
Portugal, France, and the papacy — as well as religious orders within the Church.
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These dynamics laid the foundation for modern Chinese skepticism toward Chris-
tianity.'® Current Chinese policies nurture grievances against historical Christianity,
perpetuating a “list of wrongs” allegedly inflicted by Catholicism.!!

The Chinese Rites Controversy also spurred the development of sinology and
oriental studies in Europe and increased interest in foreign cultures. In Europe, it
deepened knowledge of non-Western traditions. In contrast, as noted by Li Tian-
gang, China experienced a return to the “Chinese center,” closing itself off from
Western influences, which led to intellectual stagnation.'

The repercussions of the Chinese Rites Controversy extended beyond China.
It served as a cautionary tale for missionaries operating in other parts of the world,
such as Japan, Korea, India, and Latin America. It demonstrated that a lack of un-
derstanding of local cultures and traditions could lead to conflicts that undermine
evangelization efforts.

After formally resolving the controversy and revising its stance, the Catholic
Church began rebuilding its relationship with China. Although the new guidelines
facilitated Catholics’ integration into Confucian traditions, the revival of Catho-
lic missions in China faced new challenges, particularly under the Communist
regime after 1949.

Contemporary Debates

The Chinese Rites Controversy holds both symbolic and practical significance
today. It underscores the importance of respecting cultural diversity and fostering
dialogue between cultures and religions. The modern Catholic Church, particu-
larly in its relationship with China, draws lessons from this historical conflict,
striving to avoid imposing foreign models of faith.

While relations between the Holy See and the People’s Republic of Chi-
na remain strained, the Chinese Rites Controversy serves as a reminder that
adaptation, respect, and cooperation can lead to deeper understanding and
mutual acceptance. In an era of globalization, the Church continues to seek

10 {5 1 (He Yanwei). 2021. “rf EALACZ 4+ 1 24t TR TG 24 40 1) ¢ & [The Origins of the
Chinese Rites Controversy and the Relationship Between Chinese and Western Traditions of Learn-
ing].” it 42 FL2EHF 70 W [Pushi Institute for Social Sciences]. (1.12.2024) http://www.pacilu-
tion.com/ShowArticle.asp?Article]ID=2936.

1" [5 45 F¢ [State Council of the People’s Republic of China]. 2005. “H [E S UL [Overview
of Religion in China].” H#E N RILAIE e NRBURTTF ME  [The Central People’s
Government of the People’s Republic of China Official Portal]. (1.12.2024) https://www.gov.cn/
guoqing/2005-06/22/content 2582714.htm.

12 RN (Li Tiangang). 2021. “hEALACZ G 209 (A K5 [The Chinese Rites
Controversy: Reflections on 20 Years].” #2252 (Haijiaoshi). (1.12.2024) https://www.haijiaoshi.
com/archives/6766.
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a balance between the universal message of the Gospel and local cultures and
traditions.

According to Ji Jianxun (Z2 1)), a professor at East China Normal Univer-
sity in Shanghai, the relevance of the Chinese Rites Controversy in contempo-
rary academic debates lies in the Chinese concept of shén dao shé jiao (1118
% #0),"” which integrates religious elements with moral and social education.
This dual character of Chinese tradition — combining religion (shén jido, 1)
with moral teaching (wén jido, L #{() — explains why practices like ancestor
veneration and Confucian worship have been regarded in China as social rath-
er than religious rituals.!* Understanding the significance of the controversy is
critical for addressing the profound cultural differences between the Chinese
and Western worlds."

Professor He Yanwei (] % %% ) from the Institute of History at the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences highlights a paradoxical paradigm established
by the controversy: unity in cultural diversity, which necessitates ongoing
internal dialogue between theology, liturgy, and the practices of believers.
The controversy contributed to the development of modern mission theol-
ogy in the Catholic Church and helped overcome Western ethnocentrism
within the Church, enabling a better understanding of and response to the
needs of diverse cultural communities. This acknowledgment — that West-
ern norms are not universal — is particularly evident during the pontificate
of Pope Francis.'®

Professor Yang Fenggang (#) X 1), a frequent critic of the lack of religious
freedom in China, asserts that the controversy equipped Christianity with tools
to address the complex issues it faces in China today, including modernity,
nationalism, and traditional culture. Christianity must navigate modernization
while confronting the rise of science and social rationalism. Its coexistence with
Chinese nationalism requires resolving historical tensions between religion and

13 “The Divine Way as a Method of Teaching.” This phrase originates from classical Chinese
philosophy and Confucian thought. It conveys the idea that authority or governance employs re-
ligion, symbols of divinity, and ceremonies to impart moral values and social principles. This
concept is closely tied to the integration of religion with social and political order in traditional
China.

AR (Ji Jianxun). 2019, ¢ A ERLACZ S IZEMHPTEF SRR [The Origins
of the ‘Chinese Rites Controversy’ and the Relationship Between Chinese and Western Traditions
of Learning]. Sohu. (1.12.2024) https://www.sohu.com/a/305406772_501394.

15 P A (Rui Wenxiang), Z82E R (Ji Jianxun). 2019. “HP E AL G5 pasl2E” qii
W FCE PR TAEY 25348 [Summary of the International Workshop on *The Chinese Rites
Controversy and Sino-Western Ritual Studies’]”. [HPRIEE3C% [International Comparative
Literature].  (1.12.2024)  https://icl.shnu.edu.cn/news/huodong/d67¢c13cb-0522-4210-868a-
33736b330d05.htm.

6 {54 (He Yanwei). “HEALZ SIS S 4R [The Origins of the
Chinese Rites Controversy and the Relationship Between Chinese and Western Traditions of Learn-
ing].”
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the state. Additionally, Christianity must find a harmonious relationship with
Confucianism and other indigenous Chinese traditions.!”

The Chinese Rites Controversy reinforced the perception that Christianity
(and Islam) are carriers of foreign cultures. The proposed solution to this issue
has been the large-scale sinicization of religion, championed by Zhuo Xinping
(F#7°F),”® a former director of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and
president of the Chinese Religious Studies Association. His views are echoed by
Bishop Ma Yinglin (& #¢#k), Chairman of the Chinese Catholic Patriotic Asso-
ciatio.'” Sinicization entails integrating religious practices with Chinese culture,
socialist values, and national policy. This process is understood as a vital element
in building a harmonious society and achieving the national rejuvenation of Chi-
na amid global transformations.

The modern approach to sinicization emphasizes its role in fostering uni-
ty among religion, culture, and politics, as well as its importance for China’s
modernization. However, the current sinicization campaign faces criticism from
Christians within and beyond China, as it is perceived as a political tool aimed
at subordinating Christianity to the ideology of the Chinese Communist Party,
rather than as an authentic attempt at religious inculturation.?

Zhuo Xinping, in an interview featured in a documentary film, responds to
questions from the host regarding Chinese Catholicism. This dialogue, expressed
in simple terms, reflects the contemporary relevance of the Chinese Rites Con-
troversy:

Christianity has a certain connection with the political power of the West. There
remain issues between the political authority of Western countries and China to
this day. Christianity is expected to play a role in resolving these problems, though
what that role might be remains unclear.

7 # A (Yang Fenggang). 2022, “H: B 3407E [ BT i oo i B ORBhR - - IARPE . REE:
N AMESG AL [The Migzor Challenges Christianity Faces in China: Modernity, Nationalism, and
Traditional Culture].” itk 2FI2EMF5E W [Pushi Institute for Social Sciences]. (1.12.2024)
http://pacilution.com/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=5630.

18 B (Zhuo Xinping). 2023. “Ff [ 52 0 8 542 BIURAL [Religious Renewal in China
and Social Modernization].” 57 {04 R [Aisixiangl. gl .12.2024) https://www.aisixiang.com/
data/136952 . html; H.#7°F (Zhuo Xinping). 2013. J&E £ 5+ [ S04k 4b 1% [Christianity and the
Chinese Cultural Context] (J&& ZH [E L 75 15 [Studies on the Sinicization of Christianity
Series]). Jb 5% [Beijing]: s #UC AL H At [Religious Culture Press].

P gk (Ma  Yinglin). 2017, “REZFCPEAL CRH4LD 107 L L5 A K
[Historical Experiences and Future Prospects of the Sinicization (Localization) of Catholicism in
China].” H4£3 40 %Pt [Chinese Culture Institute]. (1.12.2024) https://www.zhwhxy.org.cn/arti-
cle/315hyF0770E.

2 #RE4E (Guo Baosheng). 2017. “FEE#rh[EALIZENHHT [Analysis of the Sinicization
Movement of Christianity].” ChinaAid. (1.12.2024) https://www.chinaaid.net/2017/02/blog-
post_79.html.
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Are there issues with recognizing the Pope as the spiritual leader of the Catholic
Church?

Originally, there were no such issues. However, the accommodation controversy —
a conflict between the Pope and the Chinese Emperor — brought them to light. On
one side, there is political authority; on the other, religious authority. What role the
Pope should play in China today remains highly uncertain.

Is there fear of the Pope?

No. However, in our understanding, Chinese Catholics should first and foremost
be Chinese, and only then Catholics. In Western thought, one must first be a Cath-
olic and only afterward a citizen of a particular country. This divergence stems
from differing traditions. Chinese tradition places great emphasis on national iden-
tity. This unity is very important to the Chinese people.?!

What might an agreement between the Vatican and China look like?

There are differences of opinion on both sides. For the Vatican, religious freedom
and spiritual authority are primary concerns. For the Chinese side, national interest
and identity take precedence, with the political aspect coming before the religious.
To this day, no compromise or agreement has been reached. This remains our
challenge.?

This televised dialogue highlights an impasse rooted in differing interpreta-
tions of Christianity’s role in China and the West. A similar perspective from
the Chinese government extends to other religions, particularly Tibetan Bud-
dhism?.

Conclusion

The Chinese Rites Controversy, though rooted in the realities of the 17th
and 18th centuries, remains a vivid example of the tensions between Christian-
ity’s universal claims and the local cultural traditions it encounters. It poses
the question of how religion can adapt to foreign cultures while preserving its
doctrinal integrity and identity. Contemporary realities demonstrate that the
questions raised during this conflict are still relevant, particularly in the context

2l Monika Kovacsics, Stefan Degert. Dir. 2008. Kontrollierter Glaube — Religion in China.
Digital Video (Broadcast), Documentary Film. PHOENIX, 28 min.

22 Kontrollierter Glaube — Religion in China, 40 min.

2 Dariusz Klejnowski-Rozycki. 2014. Tolerancja religijna w prawie chinskim [Religious Tol-
erance in Chinese Law]. In Oblicza tolerancji i nietolerancji religijnej. Aspekty prawno-historyczne
i teologiczne [The Faces of Religious Tolerance and Intolerance: Legal-Historical and Theological
Aspects]. (Ekumenizm i Integracja 30). Eds. Piotr Jaskota et al., 317-327. Opole: Redakcja Wy-
dawnictw Wydziatu Teologicznego Uniwersytetu Opolskiego.
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of globalization, China’s rising significance on the international stage, and in-
terreligious relations.

The pontificate of Pope Francis has introduced new dynamics into the re-
lationship between the Holy See and the People’s Republic of China. In 2018,
a provisional agreement on the appointment of bishops in China was reached,
aiming to reduce tensions between the underground and official Church. Al-
though criticized for its lack of transparency and effectiveness, this agreement
reflects the Vatican’s willingness to engage in dialogue with Chinese authori-
ties, even under challenging political circumstances. Pope Francis described it
as “imperfect but functioning,” highlighting a pragmatic understanding of these
delicate relations.

Nevertheless, the reality of Chinese Catholics remains complex. Repression
against the faithful, particularly those operating outside official Church struc-
tures, underscores the challenges in achieving full religious freedom in China.
The process of sinicizing religion, vigorously promoted by Chinese authorities,
reveals that inculturation in this context often serves as a political tool rather than
an authentic expression of cultural dialogue. This highlights the tensions between
the universal mission of the Church and China’s need to safeguard its cultural
sovereignty.

Drawing lessons from the Chinese Rites Controversy, the Catholic Church
continues to develop the theology of inculturation, striving to respect cultural
diversity and local traditions.* This controversy teaches that true Christian uni-
versality does not consist of imposing one culture but of harmonizing faith with
the diversity of human experience. Pope Francis, through his diplomatic efforts,
demonstrates that dialogue and cooperation, though difficult, are achievable and
aimed at pursuing the common good within diversity.

While the relationship between the Vatican and China remains strained, the
history of the Chinese Rites Controversy underscores that compromise and col-
laboration are possible if both sides commit to dialogue. In the face of global
challenges, the Church must remember this lesson, advocating respect for cul-
tural diversity and values shared by all humanity.

The Chinese Rites Controversy is not merely a distant historical episode but an
important reminder that every culture contributes uniquely to Christianity’s univer-
sal message. This represents both a task and a challenge for contemporary theolo-
gians, missionaries, and religious leaders to draw inspiration from this history to
build stronger relationships among religions, cultures, and nations.

2 Dariusz Klejnowski-Rozycki (F3£ H). 2012. #1[E 1%~ . Teologia chinska. Uwarunko-
wania kulturowe poje¢ trynitarnych [Chinese theology. Cultural determinants of the Trinity con-
cepts]. (Ekumenizm i Integracja, 27). Opole: Redakcja Wydawnictw Wydziatu Teologicznego Uni-
wersytetu Opolskiego.
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